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Abstract

The relationship between age and perceived credibility was examined, particularly whether or
not middle-aged witnesses were perceived as more credible than older eyewitnesses.
Additionally, I was interested in whether or not the relationship between age and credibility was
moderated by need for cognition. Participants read a trial transcript about a child pedestrian-car
accident wherein a defendant was charged with manslaughter. The sole eyewitness, either a 49 or
79 year-old male, testified that the child hit his head on a rock upon stepping off the curb before
being struck by the defendant’s vehicle. Transcripts included direct and cross-examination with
half accompanied by the eyewitness’ photo. Participants rated witness credibility on nine
dimensions including competence, honesty, and suggestibility, then rendered a verdict.
Participants completed the Need for Cognition Scale and a questionnaire measuring attitudes
towards punishment. There was a significant three-way interaction between age, information
type, and need for cognition on perceived credibility ratings. Perceived credibility ratings were
positively correlated with judgments of guilt. Results are discussed in terms of their implications
within the criminal justice system.

AGE AND PERCEIVED CREDIBILITY
Does Need for Cognition Moderate the Relationship Between Eyewitness Age and Perceived
Credibility?
When a witness takes the stand, the way in which he or she is perceived may influence
the outcome of a case. Whether or not jurors trust a witness and think of him or her as
believable, confident, and honest is of great importance, and can impact the fate of individuals
who are on trial. Several factors can influence the way in which witnesses are perceived
including the strength of the witness’ testimony, witness’ behavior, and even witness’ attributes
such as age, race, and gender. Are characteristics such as age, race and gender really important,
and if so why do they matter? Are older adults actually different than younger adults in their
competence, accuracy, and suggestibility? Or are older adult witnesses viewed as less credible
simply because of their age? These are all questions researchers over the last 25 years have been
trying to answer as they have explored the influence age has on perceived credibility of older
eyewitnesses. Why have researchers been so interested in questions such as these that involve
issues of age and credibility? This interest may be due to the rise in the elderly population in the
United States over the last few decades. The United States Census Bureau has projected that by
the year 2050 approximately 20% of the United States population will consist of persons aged 65
years and older. With “baby boomers” currently entering into older adulthood, the increase in
the elder population will reach the fastest rate of growth to date, even though this growth has
been on the rise since the 19th century (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). Such population changes
may be accompanied by a greater likelihood that older adults will be exposed to crimes and
events more often, and therefore, may become victims of and or witnesses to crimes in greater
numbers in the coming years. Therefore, it is extremely important that we know and understand

AGE AND PERCEIVED CREDIBILITY

2

how the general public, as possible jurors, react to an older eyewitness, and more specifically
how individuals perceive the credibility of older eyewitnesses.
A number of researchers have studied the relationship between age and perceived
credibility. Researchers have measured the perceived credibility of child, young adult, middleaged adult, and older adult witnesses in order to examine the depths of the relationship between a
witness’ age and how credible he or she is perceived (Mueller-Johnson, Toglia, Sweeney, &
Ceci, 2007; Ross, Dunning, Toglia, & Ceci, 1990). Although there is not an abundance of
credibility research studies, one thing is clear, the results have revealed a mixture of both
negative and positive stereotypes held towards the elderly. A number of researchers found that
as the age of a witness increases, perceived credibility decreases, and that older adults are
regarded as less credible than younger witnesses (Kwong See, Hoffman, & Wood, 2001;
Mueller-Johnson, Toglia, Sweeney, O’Connell, 2009; Ross et al., 1990), whereas others have
found that the elderly are perceived as equally, if not more credible than younger adults, and are
generally positively rated (Brimacombe, Quinton, Nance, & Garrioch, 1997; Mueller-Johnson et
al., 2007; Narayan, 2008; Ross et al., 1990; Yarmey, 1984).
Among the several studies that have revealed lower credibility ratings among older adults
is that of Kwong See et al. (2001). The authors found that the testimony of an 82 year-old was
viewed as less accurate and believable than that of a younger adult (aged 28 years), and older
witnesses were rated as less competent as well. However, in their study, sex of the witness was
held constant as all witnesses were described as being female. Sex differences in perceived
credibility among older adults were also found by Mueller-Johnson et al. (2009). These authors
presented photos of different aged witnesses (ages 69, 79, and 89 years) and asked participants to
rate each witness’ credibility. The older the eyewitness the lower the credibility ratings,
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however, these differences were influenced by the sex of the witness as well. Older females
were rated less positively than older males on most dimensions of credibility, such as accuracy,
competence, and cognitive functioning. This may have occurred, because it was discovered that
males were perceived as younger than their actual age, whereas, females were perceived as older
than their actual age. It is reasonable to believe that perceived age influences perceived
credibility, maybe more so than actual age, which will be discussed later. Sex differences tend to
remain despite the type of information that is presented (either a photo alone or a photo presented
along with a witness’ statement via a court transcript). In their second study, Mueller-Johnson et
al. (2009) again presented eyewitnesses’ photos but presented them simultaneously with a
written statement (fictitious) belonging to the eyewitness. Older eyewitnesses were perceived as
more credible than they were in the first study when a photo was shown alone. In addition,
males were perceived as more credible than females. It was suggested that when photos were
presented alone, judgments tended to be more stereotypically motivated than when relevant
information in a transcript was presented as well. The authors explained that, “Often an
impression about a person is formed in the first seconds/minutes of an interaction. This
impression may very well be influenced by stereotypes such as ageism” (Mueller-Johnson et al.,
2009).
Although the elderly are at times viewed as less credible, this is not always the case, as
researchers have found that older adults are at times rated as more credible than younger adults
in some aspects of credibility such as, competence, accuracy, honesty, and suggestibility.
Credibility has usually been defined by several dimensions including: witness competence,
confidence, convincingness, accuracy, honesty, witness’ observation of the event, memory for
the event, witness’ level of cognitive functioning, and witness suggestibility. Mueller-Johnson et
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al. (2007) presented trial transcripts that included testimony of the sole eyewitness, crossexamination of the witness, and the direct examination of the witness to participants. The case
presented in the transcripts involved a child pedestrian-car accident wherein a defendant was
charged with manslaughter. The sole eyewitness, described as 49, 69, 79, or 89 years of age,
testified that the child hit his head on a rock upon stepping off the curb before being struck by
the defendant’s vehicle. Young adult participants rated the 49 year-old and 69 year-old male and
female witnesses similarly, however, 79 year-old male was rated as more credible than the
younger 49 year-old male witness. The older male witness was viewed as more convincing,
accurate, honest and confident than the middle-aged witness. Moreover, the 89 year-old male
witness was rated as more accurate, confident, and convincing as compared to the 49 year-old
male. All older adult witnesses were rated as more honest than younger adult witnesses as well.
Brimacombe et al. (1997) presented various testimonies of different aged witnesses that
differed also in testimonial quality. Participants read the testimony of either a younger or older
adult (ages 20 and 70, respectively) that was low, medium, or high in terms of credibility. The
authors manipulated the testimony strength in order to determine if credibility ratings were
influenced by age alone. Participants rated the witnesses’ credibility after reading the
testimonies, and as a result, those in the high credibility conditions rated both the young and old
witness as more credible than those in the low credibility conditions. Furthermore, a number of
participants were told that the testimony was that of a 20, 35, or 70 year-old witness, and the
credibility ratings did not differ as a function of age. These findings contradict those of Kwong
See et al. (2001), Mueller-Johnson et al., 2009, and others that have found that old age has a
negative influence on the perceived credibility of eyewitnesses.
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In her 2008 study, Narayan also found that the elderly are not always viewed negatively.
She asked young adult participants to complete the Aging Semantic Differential, an assessment
designed to measure attitudes towards elders. She found that overall, younger adults did not
view the elderly negatively, and that older adults were even viewed more positively than younger
adults on measures such as, kindness, thoughtfulness, trustworthiness, and safety. Likewise,
Cuddy and Fiske (2002) found that older adults are believed to be warm and kind, yet they found
that older adults are stereotyped as being incompetent and overall, “doddering but dear” (p. 4).
Even within research studies, differences regarding perceived credibility have been found across
experiments. In experiment one of Ross et al.’s 1990 study, participants watched a video of a
simulated court trial. Participants saw one of three different versions; the only difference among
the three was that the age of the prosecution’s key witness was varied. The key witness was
described as 8, 21, or 74 years-old. In experiment two, participants instead read a trial transcript
which included the same information that was viewed by participants in the first experiment. In
experiment three, participants were not exposed to trial transcripts, but where asked to imagine a
6, 8, 21, or 74 year-old witness and were asked to rate each witness’ “hypothetical witness
accuracy, susceptibility to misleading or suggestive questions, honesty, and how much weight
they would give to the testimony of a witness of that age” (p, 15). In experiments one and two,
older adults were perceived as more credible than younger adults. On the other hand, in
experiment three, the exact opposite was the case. The authors concluded that the influence of
age on perceived credibility is an inconsistent one.
Why is perceived credibility important? It is reasonable to believe that the more credible
an eyewitness is perceived, the greater the chances that a jury will find a defendant guilty, if the
eyewitness testifies for the prosecution, or not guilty if the eyewitness testifies for the defense.
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This is precisely what researchers in the past have found to be true. After evaluating jurors’
decision making, researchers found that eyewitness credibility had an influence on verdicts, and
jurors continued to rely on eyewitness credibility when rendering verdicts even when other
evidence, for example DNA evidence was provided (Shermer, Rose, & Hoffman, 2011). We,
therefore, found it important to determine if the relationship between perceived credibility and
verdicts could be replicated and expected that as perceived credibility increased so would the
quantity of not guilty verdicts.
In summarizing the results of previous research, it is apparent that stereotypes regarding
the elderly have had an influence on their perceived credibility (Mueller-Johnson et al., 2007),
and that different information types (a photo presented alone versus a photo presented
simultaneously with a transcript) have influenced the relationship between age and perceived
credibility (Mueller-Johnson et al., 2009). Since the use of stereotypes may play such a pivotal
role, it is imperative to define what a stereotype is, how one is activated, and that the use of a
stereotype may be different across different individuals
Stereotypes and Their Use in Making Social Judgments
Bodenhausen and Richeson (2010) defined a stereotype as, “a generalized belief about
the characteristics of a group” (p. 345), whereas stereotyping occurs when a particular individual
is believed to possess such generalized characteristics simply based on the fact that they belong
to a certain group. For example, females may be stereotyped as compassionate, feminine and or
emotional. The elderly have been stereotyped as honest, yet incompetent (Cuddy and Fiske,
2009, Mueller-Johnson et al., 2007). Stereotyping has been found to be somewhat automatic and
unavoidable, and Devine (1989) stated that, “…automatic stereotype activation functions in
much the same way as a bad habit. Its consequences are spontaneous and undesirable, at least for
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the low-prejudice person” (p. 15). Devine argued that even the most egalitarian individuals
cannot avoid stereotypic beliefs that are initiated automatically. However, there are some
individuals who are able to “rein in” their stereotypic beliefs and keep them somewhat under
control when making judgments about an individual that belongs to a certain stereotyped group
(Bodenhausen & Richeson, 2010). Florack et al. (2001) were interested in whether social
behaviors, such as making judgments about others, were influenced more by controlled beliefs or
if they were merely influenced by stereotype beliefs. Depth of processing is believed to reduce
the impact of automatic associations, such as stereotype beliefs, when making social judgments
about others. Deeper processing implies, “a greater degree of semantic or cognitive analysis”
(Craik & Lockhart, 1972, p. 675). Craik and Lockhart (1972) explained that the “greater degree”
refers to how much one expands his or her thinking after encountering stimuli. The authors went
on to clarify that, “…after a word is recognized, it may trigger associations, images or stories on
the basis of the subject's past experience” (p. 675). The amount and depth of processing is
different across individuals, mainly because the motivation to engage in automatic or deliberate
processing differs across people (Bodenhausen & Richeson (2010). Differences in the
motivation to engage in effortful thinking have been found across individuals with high and low
need for cognition.
Need for Cognition
Need for cognition was first conceived by Cohen in 1955 and later conceptualized further
by Cacioppo and Petty in 1982. Need for cognition represents an individual’s quality of and
amount of time spent engaging in activities such as thinking and decision making. Petty, Brińol,
Loersch, & McCaslin, (2009) defined need for cognition as, “the tendency for people to vary in
the extent to which they engage in and enjoy effortful cognitive activities” (p. 318). Need for

AGE AND PERCEIVED CREDIBILITY
cognition is comprised of two distinct categories: individuals are classified as either high or low
in need for cognition. Researchers have described high need for cognition individuals as those
that generally desire spending copious amounts of time thinking, making decisions, solving
complex problems, and engaging in more complex tasks. Comparatively, persons with a low
need for cognition tend to avoid arduous thinking and are not interested in taking a long time to
make decisions and or judgments, and are not interested in solving complex problems (Petty et
al., 2009).
As mentioned earlier, one personality variable that has been found to moderate the
relationship between automatic associations and social judgments is that of need for cognition.
These ideas were supported by the fact that judgments made by those with a low need for
cognition were positively correlated with automatic association and more often than those
judgments made by those with a high need for cognition. These findings may be due to the
reliance on “individuating information” by those with a high need for cognition. This implies
that they thought beyond that which was automatic and based their judgments of individuals on
less generalized characteristics and or information. Overall, it seems as though high need for
cognition individuals’ behavior has been found to be influenced more by controlled egalitarian
beliefs and less so by stereotypical beliefs, whereas, low need for cognition individuals base
social judgments on stereotypes (Florack et al., 2001).
It has been suggested that high and low need for cognition individuals differ not only in
the level of enjoyment in thinking and in the way in which they process information, but also
differ in decision making, making judgments, and so forth. Cacioppo, Petty, Feinstein, and
Jarvis, (1996) stated that, “…individuals low in need for cognition and individuals high in need
for cognition must make sense of their world, but they tend to derive meaning, adopt positions,
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and solve problems by somewhat different means” (p. 198). Haugtvedt, Petty, and Cacioppo,
(1992) were interested in the relationship between need for cognition and consumer behavior and
if individual differences in need for cognition influenced attitudes towards certain products. The
authors presented an advertisement for a calculator that included weak and strong arguments;
strong and weak arguments consisted of positive and negative statements about the calculator.
The authors found that low need for cognition individuals relied more on simple heuristics such
as peripheral cues (attractiveness of the advertisements). Low need for cognition individuals’
positive attitudes towards the calculator were not greatly affected by argument strength. High
need for cognition individuals instead depended more on relevant product information and were
significantly affected by argument strength (Haugtvedt et al., 1992). Perlini and Hansen (2001)
examined whether or not need for cognition moderated the relationship between social
desirability and attractiveness. They found that individuals with high need for cognition tended
to focus on message quality and were more influenced by relevant message information as
opposed to relying on simple heuristics. Low need for cognition individuals tended to use
heuristic cues to evaluate messages and were more likely to rate attractive individuals as more
socially desirable (Perlini & Hansen, 2001).
The relationships between need for cognition and consumer behavior, and need for
cognition and attraction as well as social desirability are among some of the many that have been
examined by researchers. Of particular interest is the association between racism and need for
cognition found by Hogan & Mallott (2005) and by Waller (1993). Waller (1993) asked 59
undergraduate students to complete the 18-item Need for Cognition Scale as well as the Modern
Racism Scale and found that the higher a participant’s need for cognition score the lower their
score tended to be on the Modern Racism Scale. Those with low need for cognition reported
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greater racial preconceptions and biases than those with high need for cognition. Hogan and
Mallott (2005) concluded that high need for cognition had a negative association with racism due
to finding that individuals with a high need for cognition tend to have lower scores on the
Modern Racism Scale. Additionally, researchers have found a relationship between need for
cognition and how the use of stereotypes is viewed (Carter, Hall, Carney, & Rosip, 2006). When
Carter et al. (2006) tested whether or not there were individual differences in the acceptance of
stereotypes; they found that greater acceptance was correlated with lower need for cognition
scores.
Sargent (2004) found an association between need for cognition and attitudes towards
punishment. He presented participants with a five-item questionnaire designed to measure
individual attitudes towards punitive consequences rendered by authorities in the judicial system.
Higher scores on the punitiveness questionnaire indicated support for harsher punishment for
criminals, whereas lower scores indicated a support for rehabilitation and less harsh punishment
for criminals. Sargent found that lower scores on the punitiveness questionnaire were correlated
with higher scores on the need for cognition scale. Therefore, he suggested that high need for
cognition are less likely to support permanent across the board punishments and more likely to
support rehabilitation and other forms of punishment for persons accused of crimes (Sargent,
2004). Because need for cognition and attitudes towards punishment have been found to have a
significant relationship, I wanted to rule out the possibility that any influence we found due to
need for cognition was not confounded by punitiveness. I decided to measure attitudes towards
punishment using the same five-item questionnaire in order to rule out the possibility of
punitiveness as a confounding variable.
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Although individual differences in need for cognition have been related to many different
behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs, to our knowledge, no one has examined whether individual need
for cognition moderates the relationship between age and information type on perceived
credibility of older eyewitnesses. Due to the fact that there are stereotypes attributed to the
elderly and different types of age information have effects on perceived credibility, it reasonable
to believe that need for cognition may moderate the relationship between age, as well as
information type, on perceived credibility of older adult witnesses.
Summary and Purpose of Current Study
The current study was designed to determine if the relationship between perceived
credibility of older eyewitnesses is moderated by need for cognition, and if perceived credibility
relates to verdicts rendered by participants. It was hypothesized that, as found in previous
research, credibility ratings would be influenced by the age of an eyewitness, and that an older
eyewitness (aged 79 years) would be rated as less credible than a witness aged 49 years-old. Not
only were two different aged witnesses’ testimonies included in the transcripts, but half of the
transcripts were accompanied by a photo of the witness as well. As previously discussed, the
amount and type of information presented can influence the perceived credibility of an
eyewitness as well as age. In addition to age and information type, I predicted that the
personality variable need for cognition would moderate the relationship between age and
information type and perceived credibility of the eyewitness. Specifically, it was expected that
individuals with a high need for cognition, who tend to rely more heavily on relevant information
when making judgments, would give similar credibility ratings for both witnesses. Also, given
that the relevant information (the transcript) was kept constant across participants all conditions,
I expected that the ratings given by high need for cognition would be similar in both transcript
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only and transcript plus photo conditions. In contrast, those with low need for cognition tend to
rely more on simple heuristics such as stereotypes, and therefore I predicted that they would rate
the younger witness as more credible, and that differences in perceived credibility ratings would
be great in photo conditions. Lastly, it was hypothesized that, as found in previous research,
that credibility ratings would correlate positively with not guilty verdicts.
Method
Participants
One hundred and sixty-seven participants were tested in this study. All participants were
undergraduate psychology students at the University of North Florida and were recruited via
from the psychology department’s online recruitment system. Seventy percent were female and
64.9 percent identified themselves as Caucasian. Approximately 15% identified themselves as
African-American, 8.3 % as Hispanic, 7.1 % as Asian or Pacific Islanders, and 4.8% as other.
Participants’ mean age was 22.60 years, SD = 5.70. Participants were asked to rate the level of
contact with the elderly at home and at school, 45.2 % reported that they spent between 0 and 11
times a year with elderly persons at home. A little over half of the participants reported that they
spent between 0 and 11 times a year with elderly persons at school. Approximately 23% reported
spending at least twice a week or more with elderly persons at home, while 17.80 % reported
spending twice a week or more with elderly persons at school.
Materials and Measures
A nine-item credibility questionnaire was administered to determine the perceived
credibility of the sole eyewitness in the case (age of 49 years or 79 years). The items reflected
nine different dimensions of credibility and were as follows: the convincingness of the witness’
statement; witness’ competence; accuracy of the statement; witness’ confidence; witness’
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honesty; witness’ observation for the event; memory for the incident; witness’ suggestibility
during cross-examination; and lastly the witness' level of cognitive functioning. Participants
rated the eyewitness on a 1-7 Likert scale; 1 = not at all convincing, competent, and so forth, and
7 = extremely convincing, competent, and so forth. The internal consistency of the scale was
strong (Cronbach’s α = .88). The questionnaire was the one used by Mueller-Johnson et al.
(2007).
Cacioppo, Petty, and Kao (1984) created the short form 18-item Need for Cognition
Scale which was used to determine whether an individual has a propensity to engage in effortful
thinking or not, allowing for individuals to be defined as either high or low in need for cognition.
Items on this scale included but are not limited to: “I would prefer complex to simple problems”;
“I like to have the responsibility of handling a situation that requires a lot of thinking”; and
“Thinking is not my idea of fun”. Responses to several of the items were reverse scored so that
higher scores indicated a tendency to enjoy thinking and a high level of cognitive effort whereas
lower scores indicated a tendency to engage in low cognitive effort and less enjoyment in
thinking or solving problems. The entire questionnaire had a strong internal consistency
(Cronbach’s α = .88).
Attitudes towards punishment were assessed in order to analyze the whether or not
punitiveness was a confounding variable. Sargent (2004) developed a 5-item punitiveness
questionnaire in which participants rated the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with each
statement on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The statements
were as follows: “Capital punishment reduces crime in the long run”; “It is more important that
our government invest in crime prevention than in punishing current criminals”; “Criminals who
commit three or more felonies should be put in prison for the rest of their lives”; “The death
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penalty is, by definition, cruel and unusual punishment”; and “No one with a criminal
background should ever be allowed to immigrate into the United States”. Responses to items
two and four were reverse scored so that higher scores indicated a stronger support for punitive
consequences and lower scores indicated less support for harsh punishment. There was a
moderate level of internal consistency for the five-items (Cronbach’s α = .63).
Procedure
Participants read a trial transcript about a child pedestrian-car accident wherein a
defendant was charged with manslaughter. The case rested on whether the child had died due to
head injury as a result of the impact with the defendant’s vehicle or from hitting his head on a
rock before being struck by the vehicle. Each transcript included a description of the defendant’s
witness, the only witness in the entire trial. In half of the transcripts, the sole eyewitness was
described as a 79 year-old male, in the other half this witness was described as a 49 year-old
male. The sole eyewitness in the case testified that the child, upon stepping off of the street curb,
slipped and fell before the being hit by the defendant’s vehicle, and that the defendant had not
appeared to be speeding. He testified that the incident occurred in the early evening hours at
dusk. The witness described the weather on the day of the incident as being very wet, rainy,
cloudy, and dismal. He testified that earlier in the day a truck had trouble stopping without
skidding, and that the defendant braked in time, but that the roads were simply too slippery. All
transcripts contained the direct examination as well as the cross-examination of the witness and
half of the transcripts contained a photo of the eyewitness as well. The photos used were the
same as those used by Hummert, Garstka, and Shaner (1997) as well as Mueller-Johnson et al.
(2009).
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After reading the transcripts, participants were asked to rate the credibility of the sole
witness on nine credibility dimensions and were then asked to decide whether or not they
thought the defendant was guilty or not guilty of vehicular manslaughter. They were then asked
to fill out a demographic profile, and answer questions about how much time they had spent with
older adults in the recent past at home and at school. Following these questionnaires, the 18-item
Need for Cognition Scale was given to participants, and lastly participants completed the fiveitem punitiveness questionnaire.
Results
Perceived Credibility
Perceived credibility ratings were averaged over the nine separate dimensions. Higher
scores indicated greater perceived credibility. The highest rating possible was a score of 63
while the lowest possible score was a nine. Each of the nine dimensions were averaged across
all conditions; the highest possible average was a seven and the lowest was a one. Perceived
credibility ratings were similar across all dimensions and across all conditions. Dimensional
means across all conditions are presented in Table 1.
Predictors of Perceived Credibility
A 2 (age-49 years and 79 years) x 2 (information type-transcript only and transcript plus
photo) x 2 (need for cognition-high and low) between-subjects factorial analysis of variance
(ANOVA) was conducted to determine if there was a relationship among age of witness,
information type, and individual need for cognition on perceived credibility ratings. There were
no significant main effects of age, information type, or need for cognition, however age,
information type, and individual need for cognition had an interactive effect on perceived
credibility ratings (F (1, 160) = 5.58, p = .019,

p

2

= .034). This three-way interaction
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was significant even when a 2 (age-49 and 79 years old) by 2 (information type-transcript only
and transcript plus photo) by 2 (need for cognition-high and low) ANCOVA with punitiveness as
the covariate was conducted (F (1, 159) = 6.07, p = .015,

p

2

= .037). These findings suggest

that need for cognition still moderates the relationship between age, and information type, on
perceived credibility ratings, even when controlling for punitiveness.
To further investigate the three-way interaction, two-way ANOVAs were run to
determine what combination of independent variables had a significant relationship with
perceived credibility (see Figure 1). A 2 (information type) x 2 (need for cognition) interaction
was significant for those participants who were in the younger witness (49 years) conditions (F
(1, 84) = 3.95, p = .050,

p

2

= .045). Low need for cognition individuals gave lower credibility

ratings (M = 40.27, SD = 6.88) when viewing only the transcript as opposed to when viewing a
transcript and a photo (M = 43.15, SD = 6.92). High need for cognition participants gave higher
credibility ratings when viewing only the transcript (M = 42.05, SD = 5.62) than when viewing a
transcript plus a photo (M = 38.87, SD = 8.81).
Another 2 (age) x 2 (need for cognition) interaction (see Figure 2) was significant for
those participants who were in the transcript plus photo conditions (F (1, 77) = 4.00, p = .049,

p

2

= .049). High NC individuals rated older individuals (M = 43.65, SD = 8.99) as more credible
than younger individuals (M = 38.87, SD = 8.81). However, those with low need for cognition
rated older individuals (M = 40.50 SD = 8.49) as less credible than younger individuals (M =
43.15, SD = 6.91).
In addition to analyzing the effects on age, information type, and need for cognition on
overall credibility ratings, analyses were conducted to determine if differences among the nine
credibility dimensions were influenced by any of the three main predictors. Nine 2 (age-49 years
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and 79 years) x 2 (information type-transcript only and transcript plus photo) x 2 (need for
cognition-high and low) between-subjects factorial ANOVAs were conducted to determine if
there was a relationship among age of witness, information type, and individual need for
cognition on any of the nine dimensions of perceived credibility. A significant three-way
interaction was found among age, information type, and need for cognition on perceived
competence ratings (F (1, 160) = 7.98, p = .005,

p

2

= .047), but not for any other dimension. A

2 (information type) x 2 (need for cognition) interaction was significant (see Figure 3) for those
in the 49 year-old witness conditions (F (1, 40) = 6.15, p = .015,

p

2

= .068). High need for

cognition individuals rated the middle-aged witness as less competent in the transcript plus photo
conditions (M = 4.20, SD = 1.52), than did low need for cognition individuals (M = 5.15, SD =
.88).
Perceived Credibility and Juror Decisions
The relationship between perceived credibility and juror decisions was analyzed with a
Pearson Product Moment Correlation. A significant correlation was found between the total
perceived credibility of the eyewitnesses and the verdicts, either guilty or not guilty rendered by
participants (r (166) = .364, p = .000). Participants who gave the higher credibility ratings were
more likely to render a verdict of not guilty.
Discussion
The focus of the current study was to gain a greater understanding of the perceived
credibility of older eyewitnesses. Overall, perceived credibility ratings were not affected by age
or information type alone, but instead were influenced by an interactive effect between age,
information type, and need for cognition. The finding that there were no age differences in
perceived credibility, albeit surprising, is consistent with past research in that oftentimes older
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adults are perceived as more credible than younger adults, (Brimacombe et al., 1997; MuellerJohnson et al., 2007; Narayan, 2008; Ross et al., 1990; Yarmey, 1984) yet at other times they are
viewed upon with lower levels of credibility than younger adults (Kwong See et al., 2001;
Mueller-Johnson et al. 2009; Ross et al., 1990). However, when differences in credibility ratings
have been observed they are often found for some dimensions of credibility but not all. For
example, participants perceived older female witnesses as less accurate and less competent than
younger witnesses (Kwong See et al., 2001; Mueller-Johnson et al. 2009). Mueller-Johnson et
al. (2007) found that older adults were rated as more competent, accurate, honest, and as less
suggestible than younger adults. As discussed below, perceived competence was greater among
older adults in the current study, but again, age was not the only influence upon perceived
credibility. The lack of an effect of age may have occurred because the transcript presented to
participants contained the same testimony in words across conditions. As such, participants may
have responded to the transcript’s content more so than the age of the witness. Additionally,
perceived credibility ratings did not significantly differ for those who were exposed to a photo
and a transcript than those who viewed the transcript only. These findings were also unexpected
and they did not replicate studies wherein perceived credibility ratings of older adults were
influenced by the manners in which age information was presented (Mueller-Johnson et al.,
2009). However, what we did expect to find was that the influence of age as well as information
type on perceived credibility differed as a function of need for cognition. When viewed alone,
age and information type had little impact on perceived credibility, but were both influential
when need for cognition was taken into consideration. In this way, need for cognition may be at
least one factor that could disentangle the mixed results of the literature.
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It is apparent that persons with high and low need for cognition were influenced by age
and information type, just in different ways. As the age information provided, was likely more
salient in the photo conditions, the picture of the eyewitness may have drawn attention to the age
of stated in the transcripts. Therefore, high need for cognition individuals apparently used
stereotype information along with the relevant information in the transcript, whereas those with
low need for cognition may have relied more heavily on the stereotypic information and less on
the relevant case testimony. These findings are consistent with those found by Haugtvedt et al.
(1992), in that, low need for cognition individuals’ consumer behavior was based more on the
attractiveness of a product, and high need for cognition individuals were more affected by the
argument strength within the advertisements. Individual differences in the use of stereotypes and
relevant information may have been what were missing from the literature all along as alluded to
above.
Consistent with the literature, (Florack et al., 2001) it is believed that low need for
cognition individuals tended to rely on the stereotypic information driven by the age of the
witness when judging perceived credibility. When looking at the conditions in which the witness
was described as 49 year-old “Carl Rowatt”, those with a low need for cognition rated the
witness as more credible in the photo plus transcript condition than those in the transcript only
condition. To understand this, it is important to note that Mueller-Johnson et al. (2009) reported
that when participants viewed photos of older male witnesses they perceived the witness as
younger. Specifically, 69, 79, and 89 year- old witnesses based on their photos were judged to
be some ten years younger than their actual age. Even a 49 year-old male witness was judged to
be several years younger than 49 years. It is my belief that the results in the current study
corroborated those of Mueller-Johnson et al. in their 2009 paper. In fact, when 25 undergraduate
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students were asked to guess the age of “Carl Rowatt”, the average was almost 2 years younger
than his actual age.1 In the present experiment, perhaps perceived age had more of an impact on
perceived credibility ratings than did actual age. Given that the witness’ age was more salient in
the photo conditions, and that the witness may have been perceived as younger, it makes sense
that the low need for cognition individuals would rate the witness as more credible.
The 49 year-old witness was also rated as more credible than the 79 year-old witness by
low need for cognition persons, particularly when a photo of the eyewitness was presented.
Therefore, it would seem that stereotypic information was relied on more by low need for
cognition individuals in these conditions; the younger the witness the greater the credibility. As
researchers have found, low need for cognition individuals were more accepting of using
stereotypes and made judgments based more on peripheral cues like attractiveness of a product,
or in this case, the age of an eyewitness, more so than relevant transcript information (Carter et
al., 2006; Haugtvedt et al., 1992; Perlini & Hansen, 2001). Overall, low need for cognition
individuals tended to rely on age as a basis for judgments of perceived credibility, primarily
when age information was more prominently displayed.
On the other hand, high need for cognition participants in the photo conditions rated the
79 year-old witness as more credible than the 49 year-old witness. High need for cognition
individuals have also been found to have greater memory for stereotype information, but still
produce judgments less affected by stereotypes (Crawford & Skowronski, 1998). This implies
that high need for cognition individuals may have used age and witness testimony contained in
the transcript when rating the witness’ credibility. It could be that these individuals did in fact
1

Data was collected on the 49 year-old witness only; undergraduate students viewed the photo
of the witness and were asked to estimate his age. Their judgments resulted in estimates of about
two years younger, confirming the pattern found by Mueller-Johnson et al. (2009).
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hold stereotypic beliefs about the elderly, but used the transcript information in making
judgments (Cacioppo et al., 1996). These findings seem to indicate that high need for cognition
individuals do take into account stereotype information, however, they seem to seek out
information beyond that which is stereotypical, and therefore, their judgments are based on
information other than stereotypes. This is consistent with previous research in which
individuals high in need for cognition have been shown to seek out more information than those
with low need for cognition (Cacioppo et al., 1996).
Why would the elderly be perceived as more credible than middle-aged adults by those
with high need for cognition? This may have occurred because the transcripts were the same in
all conditions, and therefore, the older witness provided such “good testimony” that he was
perceived as “exceptionally credible” compared to the “prototypical older witness”.
Additionally, high need for cognition individuals rated the 49 year-old witness as more
competent when presented with only the transcript than when they viewed a photo as well as the
transcript. They also rated the 49 year-old witness as less competent than did low need for
cognition individuals in the transcript plus photo conditions. Here again perceived age may be
more influential than actual age. High need for cognition individuals, particularly when viewing
the photo of the 49 year-old, may have perceived the witness as somewhat younger and therefore
believed that the testimony should have been stronger. This thinking would have certainly
affected credibility ratings, leading high need for cognition individuals to rate the younger
witness as less credible. How “good” the testimony is viewed seems to depend on age. Even if
this was the case, high need for cognition individuals still relied on transcript information when
rating the perceived credibility of the witness.
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It was hypothesized that perceived credibility and verdicts would be correlated, more
specifically, that the higher the perceived credibility, the greater number of not guilty verdicts.
Overall, there was a greater number of not guilty verdicts given as compared to guilty verdicts,
and there was a positive correlation between not guilty verdicts and perceived credibility.
Furthermore, participants needed to be only 75% sure that the events happened in the sequence
described by the sole witness in order to render a verdict of not guilty. The transcripts were
presented in a way in which the testimony was “good”, for example, the witness reported the
need to wear glasses only when reading, the witness answered the questions while on the stand
with confidence and without stammering, and the witness reported details of the event; therefore
participants may have been less likely to place the blame on the defendant. Even when
witnesses are perceived as credible, a relationship between credibility and rendered verdicts does
not always follow (Ross et al., 1990). It would be beneficial if additional research was
conducted in order to further explain the relationship between age, perceived credibility, and
verdicts.
Limitations and Future Directions
While the current study was successful, in that need for cognition was found to moderate
the relationship between age, as well as information type, on perceived credibility, there are
several limitations. Additionally, unanswered questions and new questions resulting from the
current study provide the framework for future directions. One limitation is that witness gender
was not manipulated in this experiment. The sex of the witness was purposefully held constant
due to differences found in previous credibility research. As these previous studies did not
include an examination of need for cognition, the potential role of gender is adventurous to
investigate. It is possible that differences in perceived credibility as a result of age alone may
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have been found if the sex of the witness was varied. In particular, females might have been
perceived as less credible, which was found by Mueller-Johnson et al. (2009). In their study
older female witnesses, aged 69, 79, or 89 years of age, were judged as older than men of the
same age, even though they too were also judged to be a little younger than their actual age.
Secondly, the transcripts used in this study were probably lacking in ecological validity in
that they may not have been similar enough to “real world” testimony given by middle-aged and
older adults. The transcript used in this study can be characterized as providing “good
testimony” regardless of the age of the witness. As mentioned earlier, this may be problematic in
that such “good testimony” may overstate the typical testimony of an older adult. MuellerJohnson (2009) discovered that elderly witnesses give different testimony in court than younger
adults. Older adults displayed not only general declines in memory performance but declines
that are more particularly linked to giving testimony, including memory such as long-term
episodic memory, free recall, and chronological order of events. Suggestibility also affects the
testimony given by older adults, in that older adults tend to be more suggestible and therefore
give less accurate accounts as compared to younger adults. Brimacombe et al. (1997) asked
older participants (65-85 years-old) to watch a simulated crime video. Immediately after
watching the video participants were asked to answer questions about the crime they had just
viewed. While the Brimacombe et al. (1997) study employed actual testimony from older adults,
it also lacked some ecological validity, because real-life witnesses may or may not be given the
opportunity to immediately be interviewed about their witnessing of a crime. Also, participants
were not anticipating being asked questions. In reality, people may be aware while witnessing a
crime that they may be asked later to recall certain details.
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In the future, it would be beneficial to further investigate several issues concerning age
and perceived credibility. As we have seen, the relationship between perceived credibility and
verdicts is complicated by age (Ross et al., 1990; Mueller-Johnson, 2007), as well as need for
cognition as shown in the present experiment. Thus, it would be important to know if
“deliberation” decisions differ if participants are asked to render verdicts before rating witness
credibility. Secondly, a few researchers have found that when witnesses are perceived as
exceptionally confident, even when their testimony contains inconsistencies, they are still
perceived as credible witnesses by mock jurors (Brewer & Burke, 2002). Therefore, creating a
transcript in which a witness was described as confident, confidently answered questions, and
confidently recalled memories of an event, while altering the age of the witness would be
helpful. Lastly, it is known that memory is sometimes affected by how threatened a person may
feel in a given situation. Stereotype threat has been defined by Schmader and Johns (2003) as,
“…the phenomenon whereby individuals perform more poorly on a task when a relevant
stereotype or stigmatized social identity is made salient in the performance situation (p. 440).
These authors found that when participants experienced stereotype threat that they also exhibited
deficits in their working memory performance. If an older adult witness is aware that they are
being stereotyped, they may experience stereotype threat, which could in turn affect their recall
of an event they have witnessed. If mock jurors were made aware of this stereotype threat,
would they be more likely to perceive the witness as less credible? Stereotype threat and other
phenomena should be studied in order to gain better insight into how older adult witnesses are
perceived by jurors in a court of law.
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Conclusion
The current study is important in many ways, but the findings are perhaps most useful
and applicable within the United States legal system. It is important that we know how possible
jurors perceive older eyewitnesses, as older individuals are likely to become witnesses of or
victims of crimes and or events. In the current experiment, the results surrounding need for
cognition and its influence on perceived credibility ratings is of great importance. Those
working within the legal system may benefit from knowing the potential differences that may
exist within a jury. Also, the way in which an older adult witness is viewed and treated before he
or she enters court is of great importance as well. Before testifying in court, witnesses usually
encounter police officers, lawyers, and other individuals tied to the case. If older witnesses are
perceived as less credible simply based on their age outside of court, such as when police
officers reported that they thought of older witnesses as unreliable (Wright & Holliday, 2005),
they may never even get a chance to share their testimony. If older witnesses pick up on such
beliefs from those they come into contact with before going into court, this could affect the way
in which they testify. It is hoped that the more we can learn about the relationship between age
and perceived credibility will lead to improvements in our judicial system. While it is
unfortunate that older witnesses are often judged simply based on their age, it is also unfortunate
that some jurors, at least mock jurors, base credibility on factors other than relevant case
information, “good testimony”, and case evidence. It is my hope that the findings reported in the
current study will lead others to a greater awareness and appreciation of how witness age may
impact the judicial system. Such awareness may serve as a motivator for all parties in the
judicial system, e.g. police, judges, and attorneys to be more keenly aware of age of witnesses
and other individual differences of jurors.
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Table 1
Perceived Credibility Ratings across Dimensions
_______________________________________________________
Dimensions

Means

Observation
3.95
Suggestibility
4.29
Accurate
4.50
Confident
4.52
Memory
4.53
Convincing
4.58
Competence
4.78
Cognitive Functioning
4.78
Honest
5.81
_______________________________________________________
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Perceived Credibility Means

44
43
42
41

High NC
Low NC

40
39
38
Transcript Only
Transcript Plus Photo
Experimental Conditions

Figure 1. Perceived credibility ratings for 49 year-old witness across information type and need
for cognition.
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Perceived Credibility Means

44
43
42
41

High NC
Low NC

40
39
38
49 Years

79 Years
Witness Age

Figure 2. Perceived credibility ratings for the 49 year-old and 79 year-old witness rendered by
high and low need for cognition individuals in transcript plus photo conditions.
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Mean Competence Ratings

5.4
5.2
5
4.8
High NC
4.6

Low NC

4.4
4.2
4

Transcript Only
Transcript Plus Photo
Experimental Conditions

Figure 3. Mean competence ratings for 49 year-old witness across information type and need for
cognition.
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